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THE GARDENS OF ADONIS

BOOK 1

Eve.

Petrarch at arrive in the town on St John's Eve.     The sun was nearly
setting, and his host at once led him to the Rhine.    A
strange  sight there  met   his eyes,  for  the banks  of  the
river were covered with pretty women.    The crowd was great
but good-humoured.    From a rising ground on which he
stood the poet saw many of the women, girt with fragrant
herbs, kneel down  on  the water's edge, roll  their sleeves
up above their elbows, and wash their white arms and hands
in the river, murmuring softly some words which the Italian
did not understand.    He was told that the custom was a
very old one, much honoured in the observance ;  for the
common folk, especially the women, believed that to wash
in the river on St. John's Eve would avert every misfortune
in  the  coming year.1    On   St. John's  Eve the people of
Copenhagen used to go on pilgrimage to a neighbouring
spring,   there   to   heal   and  strengthen   themselves  in  the
water.2    In Spain people still bathe in the sea or roll naked
in the dew of the meadows on St. John's Eve, believing that
this is a sovereign preservative against diseases of the skin.3
To roll in the dew on the morning of St. John's Day is also
esteemed a cure for diseases of the skin in Normandy and
Perigord.    In Perigord a field of hemp is especially recom-
mended for the purpose, and the patient should rub himself
with the  plants  on which he  has  rolled.4    At Ciotat in
Provence, while the midsummer bonfire blazed, young people
used to plunge into the sea and splash each other vigorously.
At Vitrolles they bathed in a pond in order that they might
not suffer from fever during the year, and at Saint-Maries
they watered the horses to protect them from the itch,5    A
custom  of drenching people  on  this  occasion with water
formerly prevailed in Toulon, Marseilles, and other towns of
the south of France.    The water was squirted from syringes,
poured on the heads of passers-by from windows, and so

1 Petrarch, Epistolae de rebus fami-
lidribus, i. 4 (voL i. pp. 44-46 ed. J.
Fracassetti, Florence, 1859-1862).
The passage is quoted by J. Grimm,
Deictsche Mythologie^ i, 489 sq+

3 J. Grimm, op. cit. i. 489.

3  Letter of Dr. Otero Acevado, of
Madrid, Le Temps, September 1898.

4  J.  Lecceur, Esquisses du Bocage

Normand (Conde'-sur-Noireau, 1883-
1887), ii. 8; A. de Nore, Coutumes,
Mythes et Traditions des provinces de
France (Paris and Lyons, 1846), p.
150.
6 A. de Nore, op* cit. p. 20;
Berenger-Feraud, Reminiscences popu~
laires de la Provence (Paris, 1885),
pp. 135-141.